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Kathleen: Did you need to test… 
Patty:  Yes, actually, if each of you could introduce yourself, tell me what you had for breakfast.  Just so 
you talk long enough. 
Jean:  Well, my name is Jean Gastonguay, I’m from the Lewiston area, for most of our lives we’ve been 
here.  Except for a short period of time when we lived in Portland, when I first started teaching in that 
area. 
Patty:  Can you spell your last name? 
Jean: G-A-S-T-O-N-G-U-A-Y.   
Patty:  Can you introduce yourself? 
Mercedes:  Hi I’m Mercedes Caron Gastonguay.  I’ve been living in Lewiston all my life – born and raised 
here.  We, my husband and I, met in the choir, at midnight mass practice.  It’s kind of interesting, 
because it’s unusual for people to meet that way.  Our kids say “Get a life!”  They don’t believe that 
happened! 
Cindy:  It doesn’t sound too exciting. 
P:  Right, that’s great, I’m ready to go. 
Cindy:  So that was just a sound check. 
M:  Oh!  I said all that for nothing!   
C:  Yes, if you want that to be part of the interview, you have to say it.  You might want to spell your 
parents’ [name] – it sounds like your middle name is K-A-R-E-N. 
M:  It’s C-A-R-O-N.  Caron.   
C:  You might want to mention that’s your maiden name. 
Kathleen:  So did you both know each other growing up? 
J:  No, we didn’t.  As a matter of fact, I was, what – a year? – ahead of you in school, but we both went 
to Holy Cross [Saint Croix] School, in Lewiston, and we never really encountered each other, until much 
later, when I graduated from College. 
M:  It was in the choir that we met, and a couple of the people in the choir kept saying, “This would be a 
good match,” and all the time, he already had it planned, that he was going to ask me for a date.  So 
that’s how it started, at Midnight Mass rehearsal. 
K:  So it was love at first sight? 
J: I guess so!   
K:  Let’s see.  So you both grew up in Lewiston?  What’s the time frame for that?  When were you born. 
J:  I was born in 1941. 
M:  And I was born in 1942. 
K:  So you’re of a generation of a Franco Community that was very active? 
J:  Exactly, yes.  When we went to school at Holy Cross, we had half a day of French and half a day of 
English.  We actually played in the schoolyard in French.  The nuns used to get after us to speak English.  
In my family, I’m the oldest of eight.  Myself and two or three of the siblings continued to speak French 
at home for a long period of time.  But I noticed that in 1954, when we bought a TV, that’s when it 
changed.  The kids in the school were not as fluent.  Of course, I was at the end of elementary school at 
that time. 
K:  Do you remember any games that you played on the playground, that you said in French? 
J:  Well, maybe on the girls’ side, because we were separated.  We played football, and we played 
hockey, things like that.  Nothing particular to the Franco-American traditions.  But I’m sure you 
probably experienced… 
M:  Well, growing up, before I went to school, I only spoke French.  I went to Martel School, because 
that was the closest school to our house at the time, and we didn’t have a car for transportation.  I used 
to walk to Martel School from O’Connell Street.  I remember my parents, when they built a new house, 
closer to Holy Cross School, that was their dream – for me to go to Holy Cross School.  In the summer, 
between the third grade and the fourth grade, I learned three years of French, in order to be able to get 
into Holy Cross School, because they were saying “She’ll never make it; she’ll never be able to pass.”  
But I passed, and I made second in my class in French, in my fourth grade year.  So French was 
something that was always part of our lives, and it’s something that’s always been meaningful to us. And 
as a matter of fact, when we raised a family, our children all spoke French at home, before they went to 
school – but they also spoke English, because television was available then.   
After my dad passed away, my mother, who was born in Canada, liked to speak French; that was her 
favorite language.  She spoke English quite well, but she was more comfortable with the French, so that 
also kept the language within our household because she lived with us for thirteen years.  As a result, 
our two daughters ended up studying in Paris and Alsace-Lorraine 
J:  Strasbourg 
M:  Strasbourg, and they’ve got degrees in French.  So, that French background has played a role in our 
lives.   
J:  Well, as I said earlier, I’m the oldest of eight.  And at that time, we didn’t have an automobile, so life 
was at home.  We didn’t get out too much, because it was difficult.  Aunts and uncles would visit often, 
and they would take care of taking us to different places.  But we didn’t buy an automobile until 1947; I 
was about six at the time.  What’s interesting about that is that my dad needed the car, because he 
worked in Portsmouth [NH].  He was an electrician on submarines, doing that kind of work.  So it was 
kind of interesting that in 1951, when my youngest brother was born, they had to sell the car to pay the 
hospital bills and the doctor.  So we stayed at home, or wherever we could walk to, we were okay, but if 
it was a long distance, we usually weren’t allowed to go. 
But also interesting is the fact that my dad used to work at the BIW [Bath Iron Works] during the war, 
and he fell from a staging fifty feet, and his back was broken in five places.  They never thought he’d 
come back from that.  It took him a year and a half to get back to work.  In the process, while he was 
recuperating, he took a correspondence course in electricity, and became an electrician, by 
correspondence.   
Following that, he transferred to Brunswick because he couldn’t drive to Portsmouth, and he got a job at 
the [Naval Air Station] base in Brunswick and travelled with other people.  They had groups of four or 
five people travelling together at that time.  But he still was a certified electrician, and after the civil 
service, he worked for the IBEW, the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, and travelled all 
over, to get work.  
 I, being the oldest, would take over the responsibilities of my father, and over time – I remember my 
favorite Christmas, the time that I got a blue bicycle that a neighbor had assembled from spare parts and 
sold to my parents for $15.  It was very handy, because when my father was out of town, I had to go and 
get groceries.  We used to order groceries from Martel’s – the Martel Brothers – on Spruce Street, 
downtown.  Some of the things that were less expensive, my mother would have me go down to the 
First National, on Pine Street, or the Moheaghan Market on Canal Street, with my bike.  I had a big 
basket, and I’d do the groceries, taking several trips to do it, so it was quite an experience for me.   
K:  What would you buy? 
J:  Staples, like peanut butter, or canned goods, things that were probably more expensive at the other 
market; those were the things that I would buy.  It was kind of difficult to drive your bike with two or 
three big bags, because of the balance – to keep your balance.  I wasn’t a very big kid, at the time, when 
I left home… 
M:  And the distance. 
J:  The distance – well, it was probably three or four miles, at least. 
K:  Did you buy special food for Christmas?   
J: My mother was a great cook, and she would buy the regular things that we would have at Christmas, 
like the tourtière, the meat pies, plenty of deserts, and so on.  She was an excellent cook.  I remember 
her standing by the stove for hours, making crêpes for eight kids.  It was unbelievable!  She had a lot of 
stamina.  I still remember the great things.  For instance, at Christmas time, we weren’t too keen on 
giving out gifts, because we really didn’t have the money.  That bicycle I got was probably the most 
important toy, or gift, that I received at Christmas time.  And I’ve been biking ever since; I still bike 
today.  It was a good way for us to get away from home if we wanted to.   You could get further on a 
bike than you can on foot.  Visiting family… 
K:  Did you have to share the bike with your brothers or sisters? 
J:  Well, I did with my brother Roger.  It was funny because there were two other girls in the 
neighborhood who used to play with my sisters, and at the time polio was a big thing.  They kept telling 
people, “You have to be careful”.  So we would tell one of those girls – she had a bike – and we’d say, 
“You know, you shouldn’t ride your bike too much, because it’s kind of dangerous; you could get polio or 
something!”  And we’d take off; I had my bike, and he’d borrow theirs, and we’d travel all over the 
place.    
At Christmas time, we had sing-alongs, the whole family, especially my mother’s side; they were very 
close.  They used to come all the time.  At Christmas time, we had special sing-alongs.  My mother 
played the piano, and so did my Uncle Bert.  He was a very good piano player.  I took lessons, but I 
wasn’t as good as they were.   
K:  Do you remember any of the songs? 
J:  I remember a lot of the songs.  We had that series, La Bonne Chanson; I don’t know if you’ve heard of 
that, but we had about thirteen of those books, and they had many of those songs that were very 
common to the Francos in the area. 
K:  Did you have a favorite Christmas song?   
J:  We used to sing a lot of Christmas songs. 
M: Sainte Nuit [Silent Night]. 
K :  You know what I’m going to ask.  Please? 
J:  She can sing it. 
K:  You could sing it together. 
J:  Sing a few bars… 
M:  Well, I don’t remember it all.  I’d be better off singing Ave Maria, because I still sing that in Church. 
K:  Is there a Christmas song that your whole family sings now? 
J:  Well, the traditional Christmas songs, some of them are in French and English, and we sang them in 
both French and English.  My mother was a good organizer for those types of evenings, besides the 
cooking and all the other work taking care of eight kids.  It was very complicated for her. 
K:  What about the living room, with Christmas Eve and your family?  What would it look like? 
J:  We had a Christmas tree, but my father had made a table, kind of angular, so that it would fit in the 
corner.  The tree was on top of that, and underneath we had a manger, that was very important for our 
family, and a long table, full of food.  But in the living room, we had a seating arrangement for quite a 
few peoples, so the aunts and uncles who came, there was room for them, and for our family.  As a 
matter of fact, many of our ancestors, they all came from Canada, and very often would come.  We had 
some cousins in Saint-Isidore d’Auckland, near Sherbrooke [QC], who would come.  He was a logger, and 
he had built a little house on the back of his big truck that he used to haul wood with.  The whole family 
– can you imagine, travelling from Canada to Lewiston in that little? His wife and we were in the truck, 
and all the kids were in the back, in that little house.  We would do the same thing.  We didn’t have a 
truck, we had a car, and  before we’d sold that car, we’d gone to Canada for at least a couple of weeks’ 
vacation in the summer, to visit that same family, but of course their whole family was in the village, so 
it was easy to visit them all. 
M:  Well, I was a little bit more spoilt, because I was an only child.  But I was spoilt in a good way, 
because I had lots of friends and lots of cousins, and I feel a little guilty, because I received more gifts 
than my husband did, but I shared with all my cousins and friends.  Our house was always open to the 
family as well.  I remember before Christmas, my parents and I, every year, would take off in the car, 
and go look at all the Christmas decorations in Lewiston and Auburn, so much so that – I’ll never forget 
it – my father was a great one for going beyond, going to the extreme, and he would decorate the house 
inside and outside.  It was unbelievable.  He won decorating contests for Christmas in the Lewiston area.  
He used to have a manger all lit up, with music and all the Christmas carols.  Plus Santa and the reindeer 
on the roof, at the same time!  So it kind of didn’t go together, but that was my father; he loved to make 
it beautiful for everyone. 
The other thing that was kind of interesting in our house was that my grandmother on my mother’s side 
had passed away, so my grandfather used to come over and have dinner with us, Christmas Noon –that 
was dinner in those days, dinner was at noon.  My mother would have all kinds of food.  Tourtière was 
among the many good foods:  roast pork, chop suey, crêtons, vegetables, mashed potatoes, salade aux 
choux, fruited jello mold, bûche de Noël, and, in the afternoon, my grandmother’s vanilla fudge recipe 
was always a hit.  Ribbon candy, Christmas candies, peanut blossoms, and neige aux pommes, which was 
a combination of cooked apples, mixed with frothy egg whites.  It was very light and delicious, and it was 
a tradition.   
Besides that , I remember as a kid, growing up, because we didn’t have a car, if my father took it to 
work, there was no other car around, so my mother and I used to take the city bus and see my father at 
work on Sunday.  He used to be the Lewiston-Auburn transit bus dispatcher, on the corner of Lisbon and 
Main Street.  The ultimate was leaving there and going to the B-Pack [?] company store, so that I could 
go and sit on Santa’s lap.  I think the Collection has my picture sitting on Santa’s lap; it’s in one of the 
offices.  Then I’d go fish out some gifts from the fish pond, and then we’d take the bus back with the 
transfer back home.  That was my high point at Christmas time.   
Plus, my grandparents – my paternal grandparents – used to have a huge gathering.  When I was very 
little, it used to be forty people, and it grew to something like seventy-five once the children married.  I 
remember they hosted us the week before Christmas so that it wouldn’t interfere with the individual 
family gatherings.  Food galore, but later on, when there were so many people, they used to have it 
catered, and they rented a hall because there was no room in their house.  I remember my grandfather, 
he was legally blind, and he was still dancing jigs for us, during the celebration, and he would play the 
spoons.  So we were all entertained by him, and of course we all sang Christmas carols.  That was always 
a fun gathering.    
K:  Can you sing one Christmas carol? 
M: Well, I don’t know if I’m going to have time, but we’ll see.  Besides that, my father always played the 
role of Santa Claus, so whenever there was a gathering for the Caron side of the family, he was Santa.  
This same grandfather owned an ice business; it was at No-name Pond [Auburn].  There was an ice 
shack, they cut great big blocks of ice, and that’s what people used to use to refrigerate their 
perishables.  There was a block of ice in the top part of the fridge.  We had this at our house – that’s 
how far back it goes.   The family would gather there and go skating and sledding on the ice, and that 
always fascinated me – to see that we were on the lake, and it was frozen.  In those days, that 
impressed me! 
I joined the choir in fourth grade, and we started going to midnight mass at that time, I used to love 
staying up singing Christmas carols and eating tourtière before going to bed.  As a teenager when I was 
in the choir, I sang solos at midnight mass, and many of these were in French and Latin.  They were all 
beautiful hymns.  Before Christmas, the group of young teenagers, which was the CCD group (the 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine) – it used to be called the guild, and Father Louis Fortier was in 
charge, a dear friend to both my husband and I – this group, plus the young choir members, used to get 
in big trucks, like pick-up trucks, but larger, open trucks, and we would go and sing Christmas carols in 
neighborhoods.  Plus, we would sing to the shut-ins.  That was a high point in my life, to see the joy in 
these people’s faces was unbelievable.  We used to go to nursing homes; we went to the poor farm.  I 
don’t know if you remember that – that’s been closed – but these people were very, very poor, 
obviously – poor farm – and unable to take care of themselves, so it was a real pleasure to be able to 
bring some cheer to their lives.   
On New Year’s Day – this is a little bit interesting, I think – on my maternal grandfather’s side, we would 
go visit.  This was all my aunts and uncles, and, of course, both my parents’ families were a family of 
thirteen children.  Some of died at birth, but remaining there were probably eight.  Everybody gathered 
at my maternal grandparents’, and my grandfather would give us the blessing, which is an old tradition 
from way back, in Canada.  My grandparents on my mother’s side originated in Saint-Philippe-de-Néri , 
in Québec;  my grandparents on my father’s side originated from Saint-Paul-de-la-Croix [QC].  Besides 
that… 
K:  What was that New Year’s blessing? 
M:  We would go after dinner – lunch. 
K:  Is it in French? 
M: Yes. 
K: Could you say it? 
M: Que le bon Dieu te bénisse, au jour d’hui et durée cette année.   Nothing more than that, it was just a 
simple prayer. 
K:  And what does that mean? 
M:  Oh.  “May God bless you on New Year’s Day and throughout the year.”  It was just a traditional New 
Year’s blessing.  This is not something that you see very often nowadays, it’s not a… 
J:  We never did it in my family.  It wasn’t part of the culture of my parents’ family.  But I did want to 
mention something.  One year, around Christmas time, my sister Lucille had scarlet fever.  I don’t know 
what it’s like now, but back then, we had to be quarantined.  She had to be quarantined in the living 
room, and of course we had a wooden door, so my father installed a door with glass panels in it so that 
we could see her and talk to her.  We were kind of quarantined for a long time.  My father was allowed 
to leave, because he was working and he was the sole support of the family, so he was allowed to leave, 
but the rest of us, we stayed in quarantine for – I don’t know – a couple of weeks, anyway, and that was 
quite an experience in itself. 
P:  Would you mind saying that first part again?   There was a noise in the hallway.  Just where you say 
that your sister got scarlet fever, right up until your father installing the door. 
J:  Okay.  One year, my sister Lucille had scarlet fever during Christmas time, and so we were kind of 
separated, because of a wooden door, and my father had decided to put in a new door, and ordered one 
of these new doors with a lot of panes of glass in it so that we could see each other and talk to her, so 
that it wasn’t so bad for her.  That was quite an experience and kind of a dull Chirstmas that year. 
Later, when I was thirteen years old, I left home to go a minor seminary in Quebec, in Sherbrooke.  I 
stayed there for six years – high school and two years of college – and in the process, we’d come home 
at Christmas, Easter and summer.  In the summer, I used to in the weave room at Hill Mill, here in 
Lewiston, where I earned and paid all my tuition, room and board.  Of course, then, tuition, room and 
board was $400 a year.  It was $375, but with $25 more, they did the laundry!  So it’s pretty incredible; 
kids today, they can never come close to earning their keep for tuition room and board. 
C:  Tuition where? 
J: At Saint Charles Borromeo High School and College in Sherbrooke, Quebec.   After that, I went to the 
major seminary philosophy in Baltimore – St Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore – and I graduated with my BA 
in 1960.  So you can see, having spent so much time in Canada, where all the subjects were taught in 
French, even English, I had a perfect background to become a French teacher, which I did for most of my 
life.  I taught French for thirty-six years. 
Being a teacher, earning about $4,000 a year, it wasn’t enough for our family, so I did a lot of part-time 
work, working in a clothing store, LeBlanc’s Clothing Store, at the weekends.  But then I got the 
opportunity to become the editor of Le Messager, which was the French newspaper of Lewiston, for a 
few years, before they disbanded the whole thing.  I wasn’t managed properly; people were getting the 
newspaper and hadn’t paid for years, and so on.  It kind of died in that way, which was unfortunate.  As 
a French teacher, I was also involved in directing students in French plays, and I organized twenty-five 
trips to Quebec with students.  So that was my life as a French teacher. 
M:  I started teaching art as a result of my husband’s coaxing, saying that I should try to teach young 
students what I know about art.  So I started doing this thirty years ago, and I just recently retired.  I had 
as many as eighty-one students per week coming into my home studio, and yearly we would have an 
exhibition here at L-A College for the students to show their work, and there were jurors, so awards 
were also given.  Besides that, I recently completed – it was actually in 2006 – I completed an oil canvas 
entitled A la mémoire de nos ancêtres, which depicts the arrival of the Canadians, via the Canadian 
Trunk Railroad to the Lewiston area.  They came here, obviously, because there was work available, and 
it depicts their work scenes in the middle, in the mills and in the shoe shops.  It also depicts the typical 
home, apartment, in Le Petit Canada on Oxford Street and it – you almost have to see it – this whole 
canvas shows the hard work, their commitment to hard work, and family, and religion, and their love of 
being together; playing musical instruments, that type of thing.  Recently I was invited to be the 
featured artist in a publication through the University of Southern Maine [Voyages].  Barry Rodrigue 
invited me to display – they used a copy of this to display it in the book, as well as a bio of me and it’s 
interesting to see that they’re also using this in their French classes here in the University. 
This particular tableau is 46 x 54 inches original oil, it’s also on display at the Senate President’s office at 
the State House in Augusta, a couple of summers ago, and it was on general viewing to the public.  I 
have donated a copy of this painting, in miniature – it’s approximately 28 x 36, I believe – it’s printed on 
canvas,  it’s a giclée print, and it’s on display here in the Franco-American Collection.   
K:  So the original’s much larger then? 
M:  The original’s 46 x 54. 
K:  And it’s inspired by family photographs? 
M: Some were.  I also asked the Collection if I could use some of the photographs, and they gave me 
permission – some of the photographs they have here – but there’s one scene in particular that I kind of 
did from memory, after speaking to my uncle, who’s the only one surviving on my mother’s side, and 
that’s how I was able to portray the apartment scene.  In the apartment scene, he’s there with my 
mother and my godmother, and my grandmother’s at the woodstove – it was a wood-coal stove – and 
my grandfather and two of my uncles are seen walking in to the apartment after a long day of work.  
That’s about it, I think we’re out of time. 
C:  You probably could go on for another hour! 
M:  Oh, there’s a lot more we could say, but… 
C:  You know what, in order to save time, could we have Irene fill out the form afterwards? 
K:  Yes. 
C:   So I can give James some copies of the form? 
K:  Sure, that sounds good. 
C:  Thank you so much. 
K:  That was great, and thank you for being so well-prepared. 
C:  They did their homework!  Two teachers. 
M:  We skipped some parts; I wish we hadn’t run out of time.  Had we known, but we didn’t think we 
had so much to say. 
J:  Once you get started, other things come to mind. 
K:  Well, maybe we can do this again,  
M:  We could each do a half hour, now that we’ve had our practice session. 
C:  James has said he’s willing to interview anyone at any time.  He’d be happy to do that here. 
All:  Thank you. 
 
   
 
  
